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The Sleepless Ones

A serman preached by the Revd. Theodore 5. Atkinson at the Oxford Prestuyterian Church an 12th
Sunday after Perdecost, August 10, 1986 Soripture Lessons: Jererniah 18: 1-11; Psalm 14 ;
Hebrews 11:1-2, 6-19; Lekn 72:30-40.

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
My text for this morning comes to us from our Gospel lesson. Jesus

=oys, "Fear not, 1ittle flock, for it's God's Aood pleasure to give you the
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axtrernelif rotund minister who waddled to the nulpit and rested his belly

~ comfortablyan it. He folded his hands over his round tummy and snnounced

his text, "Jesus said, ‘If any one comes after me he must deny himseif.™
Kierkegaard was so struck by the irany of this man, who'd obviously not
been denying himself, preaching on a text calling for self-denial. The
incongruity of it was so grest that Kierkegaard got up and walked out of
the church.

| feel a little bit like that pastor but | hope you doan't walk out. There's
such a great incongruity between my own life-style and what Jesus is
calling for in the text. Kay and | are so grateful for all that we have since
we've come here to Oxford. | get up in the morning and ook out over my
estate with the beautiful fruit trees and gArass and lake and hills and |
thank God for all we have. Ye have so much. We have two cars, a camper,
two Tawn movers {one to ride and one to push). e have a beautiful home,
beautiful furniture and mare books than 111 probahly ever get around to

reading. And my text for this morning's sermon is, "Sell all your
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our text,

Whal's the secral af suck cerefree fiving? First, mshy of us
cling to our possessions instead of sharing them because we re warries
slhayt aur Fulure But ismt that kind of sttitude very clase to unbelief?
If we really believe thet God is who Jesus said he is, then we can begin to
live withaut anwiety for the future. Jesus taught us that God is our laving
Father who's given us 475 kingdom with all its immense resources. Jesus
called God, 444, the intimate Aramaic ward for eeday. As our faith
incresses in the almighty crestor wha is our loving father, our anxiety
shaut the futurse automatically decregses.

Secang, the secret of & carefree sttitude tawards our mohey and

poesesman is &7 w?rm{m’mm?f f:?fi’f‘i’ m SESUS ES Larg. Elur emst]e

lesson tells us what real faith does. It leaves a1l like Abrsham end Sarsh
to go out Teoking for & kingdom whase builder snd maker is God, 1t rmeans
trusting God's promises rather than placing our security in aur
rossessions. 1t means genuinely wanting Lo seek first the kingdom of
heaven. | don't mean seeking pie in the sky by and by. | mean seeking first
that kingdom which is so unlike the kingdoms and nations of this world:
that kingdom where the paor, the meek, the merciful, the pure in heart,
those who hunger and thirst after righteausness, the peascermakers and
those who mourn are blessed.

IT Jesus is truly Lord and if we trust in & laving heavenly Father who's
giver us & kingdom, then we can live without anxiety asbout possessions,
even though we don't see that kingdam very clearly as yet.

G4t Goes Jasus [lerally meen thel we're ia seil 677 aur
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posseasions.”

| confess that | can't read these words writhout an underlying sense of
uneasiness. Bul there's also a strange appeal. | think of St. Anthony af
Equpt whao one Sundaly walked into his parish church and heard the Gospel
legson being resd, "Go sell al your possessions and give to the poor.”
Anthony felt God was spesking directly to him. He left the church, made
provisions for his sister who was his only relative, sold his many
rossessions and gave everything to the poor. At the end of g time of study
and selitude he came filled with the Holy Spirit to his people to call men
and wamen to follow Jesus as Lord snd Savior,

[ think also of St Francis of Assissi. As g young man he lived an
amﬂeqs ]lfF' But Mau WhﬂF' riding his hor se he > S8 8 hormb]g

rmshapen Ieper His first reaction was to ignare hlm But samething

strangely drew him to this poor wretch. He felt compassian for hir,
perhaps the first tirme in his life he had ever felt genuine compassion. He
stopped his horse, dismounted, appraached the man, and with tears in his
eyes ernbiraced and kissed him. He didn't know whet had come aver him. He
then remounted his horse and rode awal. when he turned to take one 1ast
laok, the leper had dissppeared. He must have been Jesus. Saon after that
Francis dedicated himself completely te Jesus Christ as Lard and Savior,
He went home, sold a1l his possessions and spent the rest of his life
joyfully preaching the word of God. He had & carnpletely carefree attitude
toward possessions.

There's samething appeal ing and attractive shout these two men with
their care-free attitude towsrds possessions. But 1'm neither St Atthony
or St Francis. | have to canfess that, in spite of cantinuing struggle and

effort, | haven't atiained that kind of carefree attitude Jdesus speaks of in
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Some people believe that's what heppered to the early church in Jerusalem.
In Acts we read how they =sald their passessions and gave to the poor,
They held all things in comman. It was an experiment in Christian
camrmunism. But in Psul's letters written s few years later he's asking
Christians in Rome and Philippi and Thessalonics to take up an offering for
the poor in derusalermn. Some peapie think the church was poor hecause
they'd sold a1l their possessions.

And when we study the NT we discover that Jesys gssurned the
tegitimacy of private property. Simon Peter awned s house that Jesys
stayed in. Jesus commanded his fallowers tg give to the poor snd loan

rmoney even when there was no reasanabile hope of repayment. That kind of

ad'nce duesn t maPe sense if. Ie*—*m hadn't gssurned thﬁt the  pas 5ese1c[n of

pr r::perfu and money was legitimate. &ué ipe et al privele g a?;rerz’g
i&t shsajuie The Bible insists that God alone has an sbsolute right to
property. We're not owners, we're stewards of what belongs to God. My
house, ray cars, my garden, ray maoney isn't mine. It telongs to God.

If the wards of Jesus dan't necessarily have to be taken litterally,
#aiw, then, do we obey? We don't won't to become reckless fanatics who
litterally sell everything only to become a burden on athers. Yet neither do
we want to water down what Jesys says ta the place where our attitude
towards possessions is no different than the gverage secular person, To
use the-imagery of Jeremish in aur OT lessan, how can we becorme 8s &
church and as individual Christians like clay in the hands of God, letting
God shape us into the vessel he wants?

FIrst, lel's gait in tavch with ayr reaiings etranl marey. Most
of us have fear, insecurity, and guilt about money. We're afraid we have

toa little and want mare, but we're also afraid that we have too much.
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prwﬂegpd 'Ne dont have tn Worry so much shout aur pessessions,
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Sometimes we're afraid that others will think we're poar. Sometimes
we're afraid that people will overestimated haw rmuch we have and think
We're greedy.

Secand, lel's slap denying aur weslth | remember 85 & child
thinking | was poor. When | grew up | realised that my father made good
fnoney as & railroad engineer. But he started out extremely poor. He used
to be poor and he never gat out of the hahit of thinking of himself as poor.
He7&/¢ poor end he {&/4&d poar even though we awhed & house and always
had plenty ta eat. A /ol a7 ws ere iha? way. We think we're poar when
inreality we're rich. Let's get away from our dishonesty and frankly admit

aur wealth. And let's not fee) quilty sbout our wealth. We're rich. We're

THir mj;x lel s segt oyl people whe'il ¢e‘rzz§§f With s through

UFE SRS REFE | WES OhcE & part of & sima i1 group that cavenanted ta

meet regularly in order to find ways to simplify our lifesiyles. We need

the support of & corarnunity of faith thet will stand with us in our struggle
and affirm us in life-style change.

Fautiniy, Jel's /ind weys 1o gel in lauck with Ihe poor
Inevitably when I've preached & sermon like this & transient comes ta me a
few days later asking for money. After years of experience | never give
raney. | think simply giving meney can be @ cop out. Often the real need
is not money which will be squendered or wasted on slcohal but help in
living on & budget, help in finding s job, some food thet will tide them aver
urtil the next check.

But we don't have to wait far the poor to come to us, We can make g
conscious choice to live armong the poor. When Key was in college she took

a course which required her to live in s Philadelphia elum for a morth. She
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stayed with a preacher's farily and ate what the urban pact ate. She went
ta & poor store-front church. She experienced the fear of the urban poor as
she listening ta gang fights cutside her window. That experience will be
with her forever influencing her attitudes about the poar. Some of you
have skills and the time to be & volunteer in tission and live amaong the
poor. You could go to an Indian rese ~ation, an urban ghettao, a South
Americen village for a manth or g year sharing your skills as & carpenter, g
farmer, & business-person and learning what it's 1ike to be really poor,
FITth, jel's experience the MESHTHG aF Inner rentnciel o,

Abirsham wags asked to sacrifice his son, lsaac. | can well imagine that by

the time he came down from the mauntain, the words sy end s7/5e had

farever changed their meaning for him. He discovered that everything he
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ren, belonged o God. Maybe it would be a good idea

oo

to stamp everything we awn with the reminder, "Given by God, owned by
God, and to be used for the purposes of Christ's kingdaorm”,

Fineliy, lal’s give with giad snd ganarous hesris Even the
peorest armong us need ta know that they can give. Just the very act of
letling go of money ar same possession does something within us to
strengther aur faith in God and helps to destray the deman greed. Far
MYselr, I ve tried to meke J & perl af my Jitestyle to ithe
This isn't 8 legalistic thing. It's not sarmething | think everybody is
required legalistically to do. It doesn't necessarily make & person more
Christlike. But for me its & concrete act of faith. Whenever | get paid |
make it & habit to write out the first check to the church tao carry out the
wark of the kingdom.

Jesus said, "Sell your possessions and give to the poor.” Soaften

rnoney becormes very much like a god. Maney end poasessions give us
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security, status, end power. But Jesus tells us all these things rest with
God who's given us & kingdam. Unfortunstely, we can't see that kingdarm as
clearly as we can see our money and possessions. Thet's what makes them
50 seductive. We so easily become hooked on possessions and get our eyes
off the resl purpose for aur living, to seek God's kingdam and
rightecusness for all pecple. Money and possessions become & consuming,
life-daminating problem. It's a god demanding an sll-inclusive allegiance.
But aur future and status and power are secure not beceuse of our
possessions but because we're in the hands of & loving, ormnipotent Father.
If we truly trust in him snd are unconditionslly submitted to his lordship,
we cah begin to imitate Jesus’ carefree uncancern for property and

~ possessions.

Amnen
Let us prray

Take my life and let it be
Conzooratad, Lord, to Theo;
Take my hands and let thern o
4t the impulse of Thy love.

Take ray Yos and lot them he
Filled with messages for Thee;
Take my sitver and my gold,
Flot a mite would | withold.

Take ry love, rayy God, | pour
At Thy feet its treasure store;
Take ryself and | will be
Ever, only, all for Thee,
Ever, only, all for thee, Amern.




